Is anxiety something to be anxious about? If it signals an anxiety disorder, the answer, according to the latest medical research, is a resounding "yes."
Anxiety is one of the most common of all emotions. The man who wrote "Uneasy lies the head that wears the crown" could just as easily have been talking about paupers as kings.
In general usage, anxiety denotes a state of painful uneasiness respecting an impending or anticipated ill. Its medical definition is, of course, more precise: "A pathologic condition occurring in nervous or mental disease as a state of restlessness or agitation with a distressing sense of oppression to the heart."
The latter describes the anxiety disorders, by far the most common of the mental illnesses, affecting 13.1 million Americans -one in 12 adults.
One of the anxiety disorders, panic disorder, is quite possibly caused by or related to a biochemical ebnorrnality although this has yet to be proved. It is characterized by brief episodes of intense apprehension or fear, during which the victim experiences at least four of the following symptoms: rapid breathing, palpitations, chest pain, weakness, choking, dizziness, feelings of unreelitv hot and cold flashes, sweating, faintness, trembling, or fear of dying or doing something uncontrolled during an attack.
Untreated panic disorder may ultimately escalate to agoraphobia with panic attacks, a condition in which the victim avoids public settings, fearing that a panic attack may strike in such environments.
Other phobias are also categorized as anxiety disorders. Simple phobia is the irrational fear of specific objects or places (such as fear of snakes or of heights). And social phobia is fear of situations in which the victim is subjected to the scrutiny of othersspeaking or eating in public, for example. The relationship of these phobias to panic disorder is unclear.
If a continually apprehensive individual doesn't have panic attacks, phobias or obsessive-compulsive disorder (recurrent disturbing thoughts or ritualized behavior performed to reduce anxiety), he or she may be a victim of generalized anxiety disorder. Its symptoms include persistent anticipation of misfortune, jitteriness, inability to relax, insomnia, difficulty concentrating and such physical signs of tension as sweating, heart racing, clammy hands, and upset stomach.
BOTH PATIENTS AND DOCTORS CAN
BE MISLED: One major problem is that the anxiety-ridden patient tends to go to the doctor with generalized, ill-defined symptoms that can easily lead to misdiagnosis and improper treatment. The frightening fact is that an estimated three out of four patients with anxiety disorders are never properly diagnosed or treated.
Panic disorder, for example, is frequently mistaken for a cardiac or digestive problem. In a study at the University of Washington in Seattle, 89% of panic disorder patients originally complained of one or two physical problems -and the misdiagnoses of those complaints were often continued for months and even years.
HOW THE BODYRESPONDS TO ANX-IETY: Some anxiety can, of course, be the result of stress, either real or imagined. Physicians in general practice estimate that between half and threequarters of all their patients come seeking relief from stress-related symptoms. The President's Commission on Mental Health, in fact, found that one of every four Americans is suffering "severe emotional stress" although no diagnosable physical illness is evident.
But anxiety disorders may sometimes have a biological basis. A growing body of evidence points to biochemical abnormalities in the brain, possibly inherited ones. Anxiety often triggers an outflow of adrenaline from the adrenal gland and the release of similar substances in the brain. These chemicals, in turn, stimulate the heart, blood pressure, muscles and respiratory system. At the same time, they activate the liver and spleen, but inactivate other organssuch as the digestive system. The result is sharpened senses, muscular tension, heavy breathing and increased heart rate -all symptoms of anxiety.
When left untreated, anxiety disorders may lead to or aggravate physical symptoms. Some studies have shown, for instance, that irregular heartbeat, chest pain, dizziness, and even sudden cardiac death can be linked to anxiety.
Various other complications are associated with anxiety disorders. The rate of depression among anxiety patients appears exceedingly high, for example, though no direct connection between the conditions has been proved. The suicide rate among patients with anxiety appears to be higher than in the general population. And a study at the University of Iowa has found an excessive number of deaths from unnatural causes among panic-disorder patients.
MORE THAN 13 MILLION AMERICANS SUFFER FROM SEVERE ANXIETY

WHEN OLD-FASHIONED REMEDIES FAIL, TREATMENT BECOMES A MUST:
Relaxation techniques such as meditating, taking a warm bath or exercising may help d ispel mild feelings of anxiety In cases of hyperventilation, some doctors say the old folk-medicine remedy of breathing into a paper bag can actually relieve the heavy breathing and feeling of light-headedness that patients experience.
Alcohol is no help in the long run. In fact, habitually relieving anxiety w ith alcohol can lead to alcohol abuse. A study at Rutgers Medical School in New Jersey found that more than a fifth of patients admitted for alcohol detoxification met the American Psychiatric Association's criteria for one or more anxiety disorders.
Counseling by friends, relatives or physicians can often ease feelings of anxiety, but when symptoms are troubling enough to be classified as an anxiety disorder, professional help becomes essential. Psychotherapy or anti-anxiety agents are effective in many cases, and a combination of the two is generally regarded as the best approach, particularly for panic disorder.
In the past ten years, the most widely used medications for controlling anxiety have been the benzodiazepines. Currently there are nearly a score of them on the market. One of them, alprazolam (Xanax, Upiohn), has also shown promise in clinical trials against panic disorder and is being studied for antidepressant activity A major advantage of the benzodiazepines is the fact that they're among the safest medications used in psychiatry There is little danger that the anxiety-ridden patient could take a lethal dose trying to ease his state of mind quickly. Even overt suicide attempts w ith benzodiazepines rarely succeedunless alcohol or other drugs are also involved. Bycontrast, the antidepressants are often used in successful suicide attempts.
The point is that anxiety in its more severe forms can and should be treated, because there are now ways to rel ieve it that are generally both safe and effective.
THE BOTTOM LINE: The cost of untreated anxiety in lost work production, diminished social opportunities, impaired life styles and strain on the health care system is too high to be ignored, either by society or by the individual.
Until recentyears, for example, panic disorder and agoraphobia were largely undiagnosed and untreated. Though this is but one species of anxiety, it's clearly a major one. The cost can be measured in other ways, such as evaluating the "potentially productive years of life lost." For example, accidents (25% to 50% of which are attributable to alcohol abuse) are the fourth leading cause of death in the United States, but they rank first in the loss of productive years due to premature death.
Another cost consideration is that individuals with substance abuse and mental problems significantly drain general health care resources. The cost of their health care is twice that of people w ithout such problems.
The bottom line is that the cost to society of anxietyand related disorders is very high and largely avoidable. We simple can't afford to leave them untreated or undertreated.
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